aa6                    TIMES   AND   SEASONS
Homa, the offering made to the fire. This offering is made
twice a day, in the morning and in the evening, before the
worshipper himself breakfasts or dines, the idea being that
Agni, having done the cooking, must be fed first. The offer-
ing consists of clarified butter, curds, rice, or grain. If no man
is present, a woman may make the offering, for it must be
done before any one eats. The altar (broad at the top and
narrow at the base) is made of copper and was bought
originally in the bazaar, but when it was brought home, it
had to be purified by having water sprinkled over it from
leaves of darbha-grass.
Before making the oblation (Nitya homd), the worshipper
sips water three times (acamana) and inhales and exhales
(prdndydmd) in the prescribed fashion.
Then he declares his intention of performing homa, mention-
ing his own. name and the exact date. The mantra asking Agni
to come and take up his abode in the altar fire is next recited.
The fire for the altar, in the case of an ordinary Brahman,
is brought from the common hearth, but an Agnihotr! brings
fire from the special room.1
Then the worshipper stands up, takes three blades of
darbha-grass in his hand, and puts them into the fires ask-
ing the god Agni at the same time to be ready to receive
the oblation. Following this, water is poured all round the
altar, and then two oblations are made, consisting of clarified
butter, rice, rice pudding, or milk. The oblation, whatever
it is, is carefully covered with fire, that all may be thoroughly
cooked, otherwise the god would have indigestion,
1 The fire must be absolutely clear, but the smouldering embers must
not be kindled into a flame by flapping at it with a cloth, or fanning it.
Any encouragement it needs must be given by blowing through a hollow
bamboo, or the hand arranged funnelwise. The reason given is that Agni
resides in our mouth, as we can tell by^diving into water (if we speak
with our mouth under water, no sound is heard, because the water has
extinguished the Agni); and it is by the Agni that lives in our mouth that
we must help the fire in the altar. Every day the auspicious mark is made
on the altar, and flowers are offered to it. In this connexion it is interest-
ing* to remember that Brahmans believe that the source of water is fiie,
and the source of earth is water.